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J oanna Macy, writer and Buddhist scholar, took time 
out from the WTO protests to speak with YES! editor 
Sarah Ruth van Gelder. Their conversation took place 
the day following the massive blockade of the WTO 
and the labor-led march through Seattle 

Sarah: We've been focused on theactivitiessurround- 
ingtheWTO herein Seattle for the last few days As 
we speak, people are being arrested for walking in the 
"no-protest" zonesand bused off tojail. Beforewehead 
back into downtown ourselves, I want to ask for your 
reflections on change at a larger level, which you're 
calling "theGreat Turning." 

Joanna:Theterm "GreatTurning" isjustonewayto 
name the vast revolution that's going on because our 
way of life cannot be sustained. 



Therearethreemaindimensionsofitthatl seeThe 
first involves holding actionsthat slow the destruction 
caused by theindustrial growth society.T hiseconomic 
system is doomed because it measures its success by 
how fast it usesup theliving body of Earth - extracting 
resources beyond Earth's capacity to renew, and spewing 
out wastesfaster than Earth'scapacity to absorb. Itisnow 
i n ru naway mode, devou ri ng itself at an accelerati ng rate. 

H olding actions are important because they buy 
ti me. T hey arelikeafirstlineof defense; they can savea 
few species, afew ecosystems, and someof thegenepool 
forfutu regenerations. I n Seattlethisweek wesaw how 
holding actions - in this case nonviolent blockades - 
can slowdown eff ortsto gi vetran sn ati on al corporations 
a yet freer hand in plundering our heritage. 

But holding actions are not enough to create a 
sustainablesociety. You've got to havenew social and 
economic structures, new ways of doing things And 
these seem to be springing up at a faster rate than at 
any time in our human history. I consider YES! 
so important, precisely because you are pointing to 
these innovations, which are rarely reported in the 
mainstream, corporate-controlled media. 

Alternative structures and analyses constitute the 
second dimension of the GreatTurning. They were 
sure evident in all the teach-ins and resource sharing 
going on this week in Seattle. Peoplearewisingupto 
the assumptions and agreements that allow a few to 
get richer and richer whilemore and morepeoplesink 
below the poverty line. Fresh social and economic 
experiments are sprouting, and new alliances are 
forming too. Yesterday I marched alongside farm 
workersand longshoremen, and I wasmoved to seehow 
labor unions and environmental groups are making 
common cause at last. 

But new coalitions and new ways of production 
and distribution arenot enough for theG reatTurning. 
T hey will shrivel and dieunlesstheyarerooted in deeply 
held values- inoursenseofwhoweare,whowewantto 
be, an d h ow we rel ate to each oth er an d th e I i vi n g body 
of Earth. That amounts to a shift in consciousness, 
which isactuallyhappeningnowatarapid rateThisis 
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thethird dimension of theGreat Turning, and it is, at 
root, a sp i ri tu al revol u ti on , awaken i n g percepti on san d 
val u es th at are both very n ew an d very an ci en t, I i n ki n g 
back to rivers of ancestral wisdom. 

I loved the banners and banter of yesterday's 
marchers, how they conveyed these values with such 
exuberance and humor, making fun of our greed and 
shortsightedness, and celebratingsolidarity with all life 
from sea turtles to butterflies. The ancestors were in 
our midst, too; every block or two, a United Farm 
Workers' group with drums and feathers stopped to 
perform an Aztec dance. 

Of course, a consciousness shift by itself is 
insufficient for the Great Turning; you also have to 
have the holding actionsand thecreation of alternative 
structures T hesethreedimensionsaretotally interde- 
pendentand mutually reinforcing. I loveseeing itthis 
way because it gets us off that dead argument: "Is it 
more important to work on yourself? or Is it more 
important to be out there on the barricades?" T hose 
aresuch stupid arguments, because actually wehaveto 
do it all. And aswedo ittogether, it gainsmomentum 
and becomesmore self-sustaining. 

You know, I often imaginethatfuturegenerations 
will look back at us and say, "Oh, bless 'em. Those 
an cestors were ri gh t th ere i n th e G reat Tu rn i n g ! T h ere 
was so much they had to change, and they didn't even 
know if they could pull it off." 

And wemight not pull it off. There's no guarantee 
that this tremendous shift will kick in before our life 
support systems unravel irretrievably. 

Actually, the very fact that there's no guarantee of 
successiswhat will draw forth ourgreatest courage and 
creativity. If I could giveyou apill or potion to convince 
you that everything is going to be okay, that would 
hardly elicit your purest creativity and chutzpah. 

Wecould wait around forever beforeweact, trying 
to compute our chances of success But our time to 
come alive is right now, on thisedge of possibility. 

From ourown lifeexperience, weknow there'snever 
aguarantee- whether we'refalling in love, or going into 
I abor to bi rth a baby, or d evoti n g ou rsel ves to a pi ece of 
land, turning the soil and watching for rain. We don't 
ask for proof that we'll succeed and that everything will 
tu rn out as we wan t. W ej u st go ah ead , because I i fe wants 
to live through us! 

Sarah: In social movements of the past, it seems to 
me that people looked to a leader or to some doctrine 
to lead them forward. N ow, people seem to take the 
responsibility upon themselves; they seem to want to 



know in their bones what needsto bedoneand how 
they can, authentically, be a part of it. 

Joanna: Yes Everywherel go, talking with folksof all 
agesand walksof life, I sense thissearch forauthenticity. 
Peop I e are wan ti n g to take respon si bi I i ty f or th ei r I i ves 
both politically and spiritually. It's beautiful. 

At the most fundamental level, there's an appetite 
for recon necting with thesacred. In stead of d epen d i n g 
on anyoneelseforthat connection, wewant to be able 
to know it and embody it ourselves. 

Whatisthesacred?lt'sthegroundofourbeing. It's 
thewholeof which weareapart. It's what imbuesour 
life with meaning and beauty. Of course, there are 
different waysof perceivi ng our relation to it. M ainstream 
western society has by and large, related to thesacred 
by p raj ecti n g i t outward s setti n g i t apart as a G od "out 

Everywhere I go, I sense this search 
forauthenticity. People are wanting 
to take responsibility for their lives, 
both politically and spiritually 

there" to worship and obey. Wemadethesacred tran- 
scendent, and in itshonor created ziggurats, cathedrals 
masterpieces of art and choral music - perhaps our 
greatest cultural achievements. 

But after several millennia of assigning thesacred 
to a transcendent dimension removed from ordinary 
life, theworld around usbeginsto godeadandlosesits 
luminosity and meaning.TheEarth isreduced to a sup- 
ply storeof material resourcesand asewerforour wastes 
And in such a world, devoid of the sacred, anything 
goes- buy up, sell off, consume asmuch as you can! 

W hat'sso beautiful about being alive at thismoment 
isthatthependulumisstartingtoswingtheotherway. 
Weareretrievingtheprojection.Wearetakingthesacred 
back into our lives. The swing is from transcendence 
to immanence. T he most vital movement of our era 
involves making the sacred immanent again. I see it 
happening in every spiritual tradition - in thejewish 
Renewal movement, in Creation Spirituality, in 
women's spirituality, and in the resurgence of Wicca, 
and the teachings of ancient indigenous peoples We 
are reawakening to the sacredness of life itself, in the 
soil and air and water, in our brothers and sisters of 
other species, and in our own bodies. 

I spoke of this as a swing of the pendulum, but a 
metaphor I like even better comes from Ludwig 
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Feuerbach, a German theologian of the mid- 19th 
century. H esaid that our apprehensions of the sacred 
have a rhythm like the pumping action of the heart. 
J ust as the heart pumps blood out from the center of 
th e body, we proj ect outward s ou r sen se of th e sacred , 
sothatwecan behold itsmajesty and fall on ourknees 
before it in wonder and awe. Feuerbach reminded us 
that the heartbeat is a two-way action - systole and 
diastole: the pumping out isfollowed by drawing the 
blood back through theheart. W hen thesacred becomes 
too remote, you takeit back in, to let it lubricate your 
life. The retrieval of the projection isnotan endpoint 
either. W hen weget stuck too long in immanence, the 
sacred becomes indistinguishablefrom anything else; 
it becomes bland, taken for granted. So the heart beat 
goeson, ever renewi ng our sen seoftheholy. To perceive 
it this way frees me to see that they need each other, 
these two movements of theheart. 



It's okay for me to be here. It's 
okay for me to hurt, even, because 
I belong. I am part of the sacred 
living body of Earth through all time 



Sarah: Tell me a little more about how it affects 
someoneto start seeing the sacred asmoreimmanent. 

J oanna: To seeall lifeasholy rescuesusfrom loneliness 
and the sense of futility that comes with isolation. The 
sacred becomes part of this encounter - part of you 
sitting in front of me, present in that stand of bamboo, 
and even in myself. I don't have to go to Chartres 
Cathedral to beinthepresenceoftheD ivine It'srighthere. 

T his meansthat our sorrow issacred, too. Within 
usall isgrief for what ishappeningto ourworld- the 
despoiling of Earth, the extinction of our brother/sister 
species, the massive suffering of our fellow humans 
But when we feel isolated, we stifle that sorrow and 
rage in order to fit in better and to avoid aggravating 
the loneliness 

Experiencingthesacredasimmanenthelpspeople 
to befriend their pain fortheworld and not fear that it 
will further isolate them. This is a matter of practical 
urgency, because to repress and discount thegrief and 
dread we feel on behalf of all beings locks us into the 
status quo. In the work I do with groups, wereframe 
ourpain fortheworld, recogn i zi n g i t as th e capaci ty to 



"suffer with, "which istheliteral meaningof compassion. 
Itisnot only honored in all spiritual traditions, it also 
servesaswholesomefeedback, necessary to oursurvival. 
To recognize this brings us back to life "It's okay for 
meto behere. It's okay for me to hurt, even. It's okay 
for me to weep for people who aren't even born yet. 
That's because I belong. That's because I am part of the 
sacred living body of Earth through all time." 

Thissenseof belonging isspreading with the"new 
story" of ouruniversethatT homasBerry Brian Swimme, 
Sister M iriam M cG illisand othersarebringing in now. 
D rawing from the latest discoveries of science, they 
showhoweachofusisaninseparablepartofthis ever- 
unfolding story sinceit first began in the primal "flar- 
ing forth." 

Everywherel seepeoplestartingprayergroupsand 
healing groups, sacred circlesand homechurchesT hey 
don't wait until they haveM astersof D ivinity degrees, 
orareordained.The/reordainingthemsdvesTheyare 
gathering together because they find they can experience 
this sacred n ess better in groups. 

M oreover, people are expressing this sense of 
belonging by stepping forth. That was obvious in 
yesterday's march. Peoplecamein the scores of thou- 
sandsbecause their hearts' desirenowisfor more than 
just drawing a paycheck so they can pay the mortgage 
and sit in front of thetv. They want to be out there 
with their fellow-citizens, taking risks for the sake of 
something greater than their separate, individual lives 

When you act on behalf of something greaterthan 
yourself, you begin to feel it acting through you with a 
power th at i sgreater th an you r ow n . T h e re! i gi ou sterm 
forthisempowermentisgrace, and weconceived of it 
as coming from God. Now, we are feeling graced by 
other beingsand by Earth itself. Thosewith whom and 
on whose behalf weact give us strength and eloquence 
and staying power we didn't know we had. 

Wecelebratethis, for example, in theCouncil of 
All Beings In that reverent and playful community 
ritual, westep asidefrom our human identity to speak 
on behalf of other life-forms Asthe beings report the 
suffering they now experience, it becomes clear that 
theirfatedependson that very species that isbehaving 
with such greed and fear. So they decide to offer to the 
humanstheir own particular strengths W hether you 
speak for eagle or worm or cypress tree, you think of 
what gifts you could share - farseeing eye, patience, 
readiness to go through the dark. I n the process we 
realizethatthegiftswe'renaming are already known to 
usand available. Wejust need to practiceknowingthat 
and remembering that we are sustained by each other 
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in theweb of life. Such practicehdpsusto decondition 
oursdves from centuries of old-paradigm thinking, 
which we've used in ways that have made us so londy 
and selfish and nutsand powerless. It all goestogether. 
Greed and powerlessnessgo together. 

So we practice knowing our true power, which 
comesasagift, likegrace, becausein truth itissustained 
by others. We can draw on the wisdom and beauty 
and strengths of our fdlow humans and our fdlow 
species like so much money in the bank. I find that 
incredibly empowering, becauseitmeansl can go into 
a situation and trust that the courage and intdligence 
required will be supplied. 

Sarah: Let's circle back, now. H ow does this shift 
toward experi en ci n g th e D i vi n e as i m m an en t rd ate to 
theGreatTurningyou spokeof earlier? 

Joanna: That'sa great question. I think thefdt pres- 
enceofthesacredwill belikefudfortheGreatTurning. 
It will hdp us hang in therethrough a tough time. In 
thebreakdown of thel ndustrial G rowth Society, things 
will get a lot harder and scarier for a while. And when 
we get scared we get mean. We turn on each other. I 
think our greatest danger isfear and the blaming and 
scapegoati n g th at fear arouses. To hold theconviction 
that all lifeisholy will hdpuswithstandthetemptations 
to demagoguery and divisiveness 

Sarah: Sothisimpliesadifferentwayoftreatingthose 
whom we consider opponents? 

Joanna: Yes, yes There's no private salvation in this. 
Thepeoplewho don't agreewith usbecomelikeanoble 
adversary, challenging us to devdop our smarts and 
courage. Westill haveto walk together into thefuture. 
They're like brother/sister cdls in the larger body of 
life. We may haveto takesome pretty strong, surgical 
stepsto limittharexerciseof greed, hatred, and stupidity. 
Butthosethreepoisons asthe/re known in Buddhism, 
are the problem. We want to liberate our adversaries 
and oursdves from these three. We're not really free 
until they're free too. I think that helps with the 
exercise of nonviolence, don't you? 

Sarah: Yes It'ssuch a tricky business because I think 
it can be very difficult to say, for example, "T here's a 
real problem with corporate globalization. There's a 
real problem with theWTO." And at the same time 
recognizethattheindividualswhoareinvolved in those 
activitiesarenonethdess as sacred as any other bangs 



J oanna: And that the/rein bondageto our real enemies, 
which are greed, hatred, and delusion. Delusion 
or ignorance means the notion that we are separate, 
that wecan beimmuneto what wedo to other people. 
Remember at the march yesterday, there was a tall 
figureon stiltsdressed asthefat industrialist?! laughed 
and booed with the rest. I think it'sgreatto make fun 
of Greed - so long as we don't demonize individuals 
who are caught up in its claws I admit, it does get 
hard to avoid making peoplelikeC harlesH urwitzthe 
target of my rage, and to remember, as Gandhi asked 
usto, thatourtargetisnottheperson but thdr actions 
- theclearcuttingoftheredwoodsthelockoutsofthe 
sted workers. 

Sarah: Oneofthemajorsourcesof conflict around the 
world isdifferencesin ethnicity, culture, and rdigion. If 
thissenseoftheDivinebecoming immanent, if that is 
happening across rdigious traditions could that bea 
sign of hopefor conflicts among rdigions? 

J oanna: M mm. M y mind flies to Afghanistan and 
the resurgence of a totalitarian patriarchy where the 
sacred isseen as punitive. Yet, outofthesamerdigion 
comesRumi and H afizand theSufi tradition with its 
cdebration of the sacred n ess of all life. 

Fundamentalism rearsitshead in all rdigionsnow. 
It's a reaction against the radical uncertainty of this 
moment in history. In such times, we tend to revert 
to the security of rock-bound belief and vent our 
anxietiesin scapegoati n g others T hetem ptati on to take 
refugeinourown sdf-righteousnessisstrong. But now 
there'salso a strong current in theother direction. Last 
June, when my husband Fran and I were in Israel - 
th at I an d so epoch al ly torn by com peti n g cl ai m s to th e 
sacred - what we heard most of all from the Jews 
and theArabs was thar spiritual hunger to reconnect 
with each other. Clearly those to whom the sacred is 
becoming immanent have a role to play in easing 
the hatreds bred bythefundamentalists And they are 
playing that role already. 

People are sick and tired of bang pitted against 
each other when there'salreadyso much suffering and 
the Earth itself is under assault. They're ready to 
recon n ect an d h on or th e I if e we sh are. T h at i s th e great 
adventureof ourtime. And it's happening. # 



Joanna Macy is a scholar of Buddhism and general systems 
theory and author of Coming Back to Life; World as Lover 
World as Self; the Dharma of Natural Systems; and Rilke's 
Book of Hours. 
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